taking a stock of over 8 years of HELP activities in real catchments while seeking real solutions with real people building on earlier successes (e.g. Andersson et al., 2004; Falkenmark, 2004; Khan, 2004 and Schulze et al., 2004) . The learning and sharing of best practice experience amongst HELP basins have greatly benefited attempts as a global community to improve the sustainable management of water resources through continuous dialogue and involvement of stakeholders from the community to government level.
Over 180 delegates from 26 countries attended this symposium. These delegates widely represented the key target groups as given below: The Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry, South Africa, Mrs LB Hendricks, extended a warm welcome to all attendees and hailed the convergence of all the separate disciplines under one roof as the sure path to a holistic understanding of the true meaning of an integrated catchment management approach. She elegantly captured the HELP approach as below: 'South Africa and the developing world, mainly in the South, generally have much to teach the developed countries (i.e. North), and on the other hand the developing countries (i.e. South) have much to learn from the developed countries in a two-way process. Such learning and shared experiences could greatly benefit our attempts as a global community to improve the sustainable management of our water resources in a truly integrated manner.'
Overview of this special issue
Peer reviewed papers from the Symposium included in this special edition include examples of how HELP basins have achieved real solutions in real catchments while working with real people facing complex challenges. The paper by Van Koppen (2008) reports a critical analysis of the continuities and changes in water management in the Olifants basin after the first decade of implementation of the National Water Act. Anderson et al. (2008) (2008) reports 'System Harmonisation' a new cross-disciplinary framework from Australia which effectively links water cycles with social, economic, cultural and legal aspects and can be useful in extending the HELP principles in other basins. Allan et al. (2008) show the practical application of system harmonisation for assessing social acceptability of management options for harmonising irrigation with environmental concerns in the Murrumbidgee catchment in Australia.
The experiences shared in this special volume and during the symposium clearly show that managing stakeholder empowerment is extremely complex and often results in a localised solution without a generic formula. This requires locally customised holistic 'ecosystems' approaches to manage multilevel stakeholder perspectives in catchments. Such approaches needs to be capable of incorporating a broader understanding of water scarcity, unequal water access and inadequate adaptive capacity and readily adaptable to emerging issues.
Future challenges for HELPers
Catchment level water resource management and planning is likely to be affected by a range of emerging issues such as:
• Climate change-poverty-water sector adaptations • Water-poverty-environment nexus • Energy-water-poverty nexus • Demand for bio-fuels ensuing competition for land and water resources used for food production • Globalisation and trade policies for food security • The changing role of state and local actors in the water sector • Gender and the feminisation of agriculture and other waterintensive sectors.
Currently these areas are less well understood and the HELP research and development community must re-orient itself accordingly to deliver to the needs of the society. A locally customised holistic 'ecosystems' approach to capacity building can generate positive sum solutions for global stakeholders. Local capacity-building priorities are areas of work best handled at the river basin level; not a substitute for or derivative of global priorities, but these can complement national or global agenda. HELP regions must respond to the concerns that are felt in several countries therefore contributing to the regional sustainability agenda. In doing so they can increase the attractiveness of funding from national budgets or local donors, and to help convince potential partners to team up, and to further develop the network of organisations collaborating on capacity development projects of regional significance.
The local capacity-building and training priorities for the implementation of integrated water resource management must be expressed as a regional HELP agenda, to allow many partners to buy in along the research-to-development continuum, and to form collaborations where consortia, alliances, networks, and individual organisations may all find their place both to fund it and to benefit from it. In some sense, the regional HELP approach already operates through the regional coordinating units. The regional agenda must be embedded into the national agenda to derive support from a central source as well as to the global agenda to generate global dividends from regional activities. This would be a key challenge for the future of HELP initiative as the priorities of different regions will be difficult to compare, and it might be difficult for the sub-regions to identify shared concerns.
Regional training priorities are best expressed in terms of development problems that need to be addressed locally but regional synergies are still possible. For instance, many of the issues are similar in Eastern and Southern Africa; Central Asian countries also encounter some shared issues, post-USSR; shared issues in Indian and Pakistan Punjabs. However, capacity-building needs in environmental care through better water governance and management would be far greater in some settings than others, for example, in Africa.
The symposium highlighted that the major challenge for HELPers is to maintain positive momentum to keep communities interested by:
• Building cross-disciplinary models of intermediate complexity to optimise data availability for effective policy support • Targeting data campaigns using low cost data acquisition technologies • Documenting success stories and failures in modelling, stakeholder engagement and capacity building • Linking infrastructure investments with local capacity building.
